Changes in community structure are frequently used in assessing the environmental impact of marine pollution.
There are a number of difficulties associated with using interstitial meiofauna as indicators of pollution. For example, by definition, meiofauna are small, being confined between sieves with pore diameters of 45 and 1,000 microns, and the accurate identification of species is, accordingly, difficult and time-consuming. Also, meiofaunal taxonomy is relatively poorly known.
Practically all classes of the Metazoa have representatives in the meiofauna and the restrictive confines of the interstitial environment has resulted in the evolution of many aberrant forms. A further difficulty lies in the fact that they are subject to vertical and horizontal gradients of ecological factors as well as inhomogeneities such as changes in sediment composition or food patchiness. These gradients and inhomogen eities have a temporal as well as a spatial dimension.
To place these problems into perspective and to assess the practical value of using interstitial meiofauna as indicators of pollution, an extended survey is being performed at beaches in Natal, South Africa.
To keep the study within practical limits, sophisticated and time-consuming methods are being avoided. Regular surveys of meiofaunal composition and density are being performed at two exposed, coarse-grained beaches which are considered fairly typical of Natal and remote from major sources of pollution. Contemporaneous measurements are made of physical and chemical factors which might influence the distribution of meiofauna. These include sand grain size, porosity, permeability, salinity, temperature and dissolved oxygen.
Similar surveys are being performed at relatively polluted sites on the Natal coast and will provide a basis for comparison.
